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THE LANCET.

LONDON, SATURDAY, AUGUST 5, 1848.

GROSS MAL-PRACTICE IN MIDWIFERY.

AN extraordinary case has just been tried at the Stafford-
shire Summer Assizes, and we should be wanting in our duty
if we did not place the main particulars before the profession.
WILLIAM HARDING FLINT, of Longnor, was indicted for killing
and slaying ELIZABETH RILEY, on the 29th of March, 1848, at
Sheen, in Staffordshire. In the opening address of Mr.
HUDDLESTONE, the counsel for the prosecution, it was stated,
without contradiction, according to the report of the Stafford-
shire Advertiser, that the accused was not, and is not, a person
who has been admitted a member of the Royal College of

Surgeons, from which we might infer that he practised with-
out a qualification; but on referring to the "London and
Provincial Medical Directory," we find him described as

&laquo; WILLIAM HARDING FLINT, M.R.C.S. 1844, L.S.A. 1844," SO
that we are left uncertain whether he be really a qualified
person or not. Thus there can be no prejudice on either hand
in our remarks upon the case.

It appears that Mrs. RILEY, the wife of a respectable farmer
at High Sheen, in Staffordshire, was taken in labour, and sent
for the accused party, who arrived between two and three
o’clock on the morning of March 29th. It appears that he

made an examination, and then went to bed, where he re-
mained until between seven and eight. On making an ex-
amination at this time, he is said to have pronounced it a

preternatural presentation, and to have sent the husband to
Longnor for his instruments. He appears to have been

impressed with the necessity of turning, and he performed
some manipulations, during which he told the women about him
that he had turned. In subsequent manipulations he said he
had delivered the woman of one child, and foretold the
speedy delivery of another; but what he thus called a child
was proved by the evidence to have been a portion of the
patient’s intestine ! The appearances of the case having
alarmed the anxious people about the poor woman, they
were urgent in their appeals to him to send for further

assistance; but this he refused, stating that it would shortly
be over.
What Mr. FLINT really did from the time of his getting up

between seven and eight in the morning and eleven, a little
after which the poor woman died, can best be gathered from
the examination of the witnesses themselves; and it has

certainly never been our duty to place details more revolting
before the profession. In the first instance, we quote from
the examination of ELIZABETH HOROBIN, a neighbour of the
deceased woman, who continued with her, with scarcely an

interval, from the commencement of her labour to the fatal
catastrophe.

" Did you observe that he made other examinations after
that ?-Yes; about every quarter of an hour.
Did you observe anything on his knees ?-Yes; a leather

case.

Was the case opened ? could vou see what was in it ?-No;
I could not. I only saw a leather case.
At that time where were his hands ?-Under the clothes.
Do you know what he was doing ?-No; I do not.
How long did his hands remain in that state ?-He kept

his hands underneath the clothes the whole of the time.
How long was it ?-I should say an hour and a half or more;

or an hours and he never gave over.

Where was the leather case all this time ?-I dont know.
Did you observe her after that time grow faint ?&mdash;Yes; and

he said, give her tea and a spoonful of brandy.
Mr. Baron PLATT.-Was that given to her ?-Yes; I had

some mixed in a teacup, and I gave her some.
Was it mixed with water then ?-Yes; she had some with

and some without water.
Mr. WOOLRYCH.&mdash;Did you observe whether at that time his

hands were under the bed clothes or not ?&mdash;N o.
You did not see him take his hands from the bed clothes ?

- No.
How did she appear after that ?-She appeared to sink. I

thought her eyes sunk; she kept rolling them about, and for
all I could do with the brandy sickness would come.
Did you make any remark about her state to the prisoner!

- No.
Did you observe when she was dying ?-Yes.
Did you say anything to the prisoner then ?-Yes; I said,

’She will die;’ he said, No.’
’ Anything else ?-Not at that time. Sarah Mellor came
into the room, and I said, Sarah, let us turn the clothes off,
and come and look.’ Mr. Flint said, Sarah, come and help
me.’ She went to him. I dont know what they said.
Mr. Baron PLATT.&mdash;Did she put her hand up the clothes?&mdash;

Yes.
You still kept at the head ?-Yes.
Mr. WOOLRYCH.-Did you ask him what he thought ?&mdash;My

brother and her husband came to the door, and asked him to
have more assistance; he said, I I have brought one, and shall
have another in four minutes-nay, in two. I shall want no
more help.’ What then ?-I said, ’Let us look;’ he said,
‘No; I can’t have her exposed.’
How soon after that did she die ?-I believe she was dying.

She said something about her husband and her two children.
I said, Sarah, she is dying, turn the clothes off,’ and I turned
them off; and I stepped backward, and I saw (said the witness
piteously, shaking her head and holding up her hands,) oh!
such a sight.
Now you must tell us as well as you can what you saw!&mdash;I

saw a leg, and foot, and arm, and hand, and something like in-
testines hanging out nearly a foot; but I walked away to another
part of the room: I could not stay.
The evidence of the midwife, who was present, was still

more extraordinary. She appears to have been quite aware
of fhe real nature of the case; she saw the impropriety of
the plans adopted, and did what she could to arrest the mis-
chief. The two witnesses, HOROBIN and MELLOR, were both

subjected to severe cross-exmination; but in the main their
testimony was not shaken in the slightest degree. It was

evident throughout the trial that neither of the women had

any animus against the accused, as the prosecution arose, not

out of the feeling of the friends of the poor woman, but at
the instigation of the police.
"Sarah MELLOR examined by Mr. HUDDLESTONE.&mdash;How old

are you ?-Sixty-five.
Have you been in the habit of practising midwifery?-

Nearly twenty years.
Did you go to the house of Thomas Riley on the 29th

March ?-Yes.
At what time did you get there ?-About eleven o’clock.
Did you go into the room where she was lying?-Yes.
Was Mr. Flint there ?-Yes.
What was he doing ?&mdash;.He was pulding at a hand and foot.
Where ?-At a child.
Where was that ?-In the bed.
Mr. Baron PLATT.-What makes you say he was pulling at

a hand and foot ?-He said, Sarah, come and help me; lay
hold and pull.’ Did you do so ?-Yes.
Mr. HUDDLESTONE.&mdash;What did you pull at ?-A hand and

foot; but finding we could not effect the delivery, I looked,
and saw it was a cross-child, with the head and foot presented.
I then said to Mr. Flint, ’ You are doing wrong; it is an im-

possibility to bring a child into the world by the leg and arm; she
is dying.’
Mr. Baron PLATT.-How did you discover it was a head and

foot; by feeling or sight? -By both. Did you see them ?-I did.
Mr. HUDDLESTONE.-When you saw it was a head and foot,

did you pull ?-No. What did Mr. Flint do ?-He got up
from his chair and said, ’My credit’s gone;’ and I said, ’HERLIFE’S GONE.’
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Mr. Baron PLATT.-When you told him he was doing wrong,
did he do anything more ?-No, my lord. Then the poor
woman sunk ?-Yes.
Mr. HUDDLESTONE.-How long did she live after you told

Mr. Flint he was wrong ?&mdash;I do not think she lived ten
minutes.
How long did Mr. Flint stay after she died ?-I can’t say;

he just stayed while I washed the body and put everything to
rights.
When he went to get on his horse, did you go and speak to

him ?-I said, ’Dr. Flint, tell me one thing; you said you
brought forth a child, and put it away; it is no such thing, for
you have not.’
What did he say to that ?-He said, What was that sub-

stance, then !’ I said, You are a doctor, and ought to know
better than me; but if you don’t know, I’ll tell you, to the
best of my knowledge.’

Well?&mdash;I said, ’To the best of my knowledge, I never saw
anything in my life like it, but I think it was part of her
womb and of her bowel skin.’
Did he say anything ?-No, sir.
Did he then go away ?-Yes.
Before you said that to him, had you gone to a chair ?-Yes;

after he left the room I shoved his chair aside, and saw a
piece of flesh under it, and I said to the women in the room,
What’s this ?’
What did you do with it ?-I washed it and put it with the

body.
When you looked at the body, what did you see ?&mdash;I washed

the body, and I saw the bowels hangingfrom it, and a child’s
hand and foot.
Mr. Baron PLATT.&mdash;Did you replace what you saw in the

body?&mdash;I could only replace the bowels.
Mr. WOOLRYCH.&mdash;When you washed her, did you find any-

thing in the bed ?&mdash;yes; Ifound a penknife, open. (!)
Before Mr. Flint went down stairs, had he asked you about

his knife ?-Yes, and I told him I had not seen it.
What did you do with it ?-I kept it till she was buried,

and then it was so bloody I did not like to carry it farther, so
I thought it best to burn it."

As the sequel to this miserable recital, we give the account
of the post-mortem examination of the body by Mr. SIMKINS:&mdash;
"ALFRED JAMES SIMKINS, examined by Mr. WOOLRYCH.&mdash;

Are you a surgeon, living at Alstonefield, in this county ?-
I am.
How long have you been in practice ?-About eight years.
Did you make a post-mortem examination of the body of

the late Mrs. Elizabeth Riley ?-Yes.
What other medical gentlemen were present, and took

part in it?&mdash;Mr. Goodwin, of Longnor, and Mr. Curling, of
Repton.
What day was it ?-On the 13th of April.
State what you observed.-I received the coroner’s order

to examine the body of Elizabeth Riley. On the body being
removed from the coffin, I perceived slight traces of decom-
position from its having been underground. There was very
great distention of the belly or bowels. On examining the
external organs of generation, I found attached the right hand
of a child and the left foot; and near these purts there was a
membranous substance, which proved to be the mucous membrane,
with fibres attached to it, which appeared like the upper part of
the vaginal canal and a portion of the i4eck of the uterus. There
was also a larger substance, which was also detached, and this
substance was gut or intestine, and it had bits of chaff or dust
upon it, as if it had been thrown upon the floor. It might be
fromfifteen to eighteen inches in length. There was also a piece
of intestine which had slipped down from the internal parts o,f
generation, and hung in a loop : that was not detached. There
was also a sharp incised wound on thefoot of the infant, near the
heel. It was across the foot, and very deep,-as deep as it could
be in thefleshy parts. I found that in the anterior and lower
part of the belly there was a rupture of the uterus or womb,
with nothing but a thin serous membrane covering the body of the
child. There was also another extensive rupture of the womb,
through which the head o,j’ the child protruded itself into the
mother’s abdomen. I then opened the womb, and took the
child from it, and examined it internally. The umbilical
cord was still attached, and I detached it. I found the child
had a healthy appearance, and had come to the full time of
foetal life. The child’s right arm was dislocated at the elbow.
The bone of the arm was broken at the shoulder. There was also
a deep punctured wound in the armpit. There was also a punc.
tured wound above the shoulder, over the riglat collar-bone. There

were several wounds on the head; two of these had punctured the
bones of the skull, the other had not. They had not entered the
brain. I then proceeded to examine the womb more care-
fully, and found near the large opening on the left side: through
which the head had passed, several smaller tears or rents, some of
which had penetrated right through, the walls of the womb or
uterus, while the others had not. There was also a kind of rent
or large opening at the lower part of the womb, through which the
loop of gut had descended. I proceeded then to examine the
intestines, and found that part had been detached, and was
covered with extraneous matter belonging to the lower part of the
intestinal canal. That was where it was torn off. The walls of
the uterus were ruptured and torn away, and there was but one
membrane between the external parts of the mother and the funda-
ment. There was no appearance of any other child; no second
placenta or funis, which there would have been had there
been a second child. Labour had not proceeded so far as to
cause haemorrhage. The placenta was quite firm in its
appearance."
On the cross-examination of Mr. SIMKINS it was elicited,

as was indeed evident, that the woman died from rupture of
the uterus; and questions were put to show that women
sometimes die from rupture of the uterus, under the most
skilful treatment, and that these ruptures are more frequent
in cross-births than in natural presentations. As soon as this

point was reached, the judge (Mr. Baron PLATT) stopped the
case. No means whatever were taken to ascertain whether,
in a labour in which ordinary skill was exerted, such an immense
amount of ruptures and lacerations ever occurred before, or
could possibly occur. The following was the termination of
this extraordinary case:-

" Mr. Baron PLATT.-How is it possible to proceed in this
case ? From all we hear, the appearances may have resulted
from natural causes. The appearances were quite sufficient
to show that a combination of natural causes might have pro-
duced death. How, then, are the jury to say that it was pro-
duced in any other way?
Mr. WOOLRYCH.&mdash;My lord, we show there might be other

than natural causes.
Mr. Baron PLATT.&mdash;Your own witness says that the cause

of death was rupture of the uterus. The gut might have
expedited it; but the primary cause was a rupture, which
proceeds frequently from natural causes, more especially in
the case of cross-births, and with a second or third child.
How then can the jury take a jump in the dark, and say that
other injuries were the cause of death ? They were sufficient,
doubtless; but you have got a rupture of the uterus here. If
I could discover that the insertion of any instrument into the
womb had caused this mischief, that would be another case;
but from anything that appears to the contrary, it might
have proceeded from natural causes. The medical gentleman
has given his evidence very fairly, and evinced great skill
and intelligence; but I don’t see how it is possible to conclude
from it that the prisoner caused this poor woman’s death.
Mr. WOOLRYCH.&mdash;Would your lordship think it necessary

to hear other medical evidence?
Mr. Baron PLATT.-No. Gentlemen of the jury, in order

that the prisoner should be convicted of the crime of man-
slaughter, in having occasioned the death of a fellow-subject
in delivering her of a child by mala praxis,&mdash;that is, with
gross ignorance or unskilfulness in his profession,-you must
be satisfied that he caused the injury which produced the
death. Now it appears, upon cross-examination of the medi-
cal gentleman who has been called for the prosecution, that
the cause of this woman’s death was rupture of the uterus;
that other things may have hastened it, but that the primary
cause was rupture of the uterus. He also says that this may
arise from natural causes, and that it is more usual with a
second or third child, and with a cross-birth, which was
the case in the present instance. Now, when we hear these
things from a medical gentleman, surely we cannot go on
and say that the death of this woman must have arisen
from some other cause. Gentlemen, I recommend you to say

. that this party is not guilty. If you wish to go on with the
case, we will go on; but it seems to me to be my duty to tell
. you, that the charge is not brought home to the prisoner. If
) he could be shown to have ruptured the uterus, that would
’ be another matter, but there is no such thing.

The jury, after a few minutes’ deliberation, said,’ We think
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the death might have arisen from natural causes, and there-
f-ore we say he is Not Guilty."’ "

Such a decision will not be quite so satisfactory to educated
accoucheurs. We are bound to say that if WILLIAM HARDING

FLINT be a medical man, this case throws a great responsibility
on the various examining bodies, for their systematic neglect
of midwifery examinations, and obstetric education in general.
For all that now appears to the contrary, an idle student may
go up to the College of Physicians, the College of Surgeons;
or the Apothecaries’ Society, with only the most slender
knowledge, or no knowledge at all, of obstetric medicine,
Hence it is no wonder that mischances should occur. If the

accused were, on the contrary, not a qualified medical man,
the case offers a still stronger argument against the present
condition of medical affairs, which allows uneducated and

unqualified persons to take the hazardous perils of midwifery
upon themselves. We cannot, at this time, trust ourselves
t.o offer a move particular expression of our own opinion upon
this lamentable case.

IN THE LANCET of this week we publish the concluding
paper of a series of fourteen, by Mr. J. BisHop, on the Causes,
Pathology, and Treatment of Deformities in the Human

Body. Others, on detached portions of the same subject,
Mr. BisHop has intimated that he will communicate at future

periods; but at the conclusion of the series which has now
been completed, we should be guilty of an injustice towards
their author, and to the cause of surgical improvement in an
important department of our profession, if we refrained, on
this occasion, from expressing our opinion on the character of
Mr. Brsaor’s labours. We consider, then, that he has treated
the subjects which he has discussed with accuracy and power,
and that he has thrown much light on a branch of surgery
which has too often fallen into the hands of quacks and
empirics, who have aggravated the miseries of many afflicted
persons, and at the same time played the part of extortioners
on them and their distressed relatives. Mr. BisHop, by his
valuable scientific researches, has done much towards a com-
plete and final rescue of persons labouring under deformities
from the hands of unprincipled adventurers.

BEFORE the publication of the present number of THE

LANCET, the guardians of the Upton-on-Severn Union will
’have met, according to the terms of their recent advertise-
ment for August 3rd, to elect medical officers for five dis-

tricts in the Upton Union. We should have felt the utmost
pride and gratification in recording that all qualified medical
men had held aloof from these guardians and their paltry
pay; and we experienced the most poignant and mortifying
regret at the words in the communication of Messrs. BRADDON
snd WHITE, in our last-" We understand that for some time
past several men have been canvassing for the vacant districts."
Of what use are poor-law committees and conventions ? of

what use are our own efforts, when, at such a juncture, men
.are found in the medical ranks eager to prove traitorous to

- their brethren and to the true interests of their profession ?
A contrary course of events would have been of the utmost

importance to the whole body of union medical officers at the

present time. If there had been no qualified applicants for
the Upton-on-Severn appointments, it would have shown the
guardians throughout the country that medical men were not

to be quite trodden underfoot. But if these gentlemen ex-

perience no difficulty in finding medical slaves upon their
own terms, why, it is almost in vain to expect that they, or
other boards of guardians, will very much care to treat their
medical officers as gentlemen.

If the appointments are made, the profession will learn,
with indignation, the names of the five individuals who have
volunteered to defeat the reasonable and equitable claims

of the late medical officers. These gentlemen will have the
unenviable satisfaction of knowing, if they accept office, that
they have done more injury to the cause of the poor-law
medical officers throughout the kingdom than any fifty of the
most determined supporters of the worst features of the pre.
sent poor-law medical arrangements could have effected. We
confess that we apprehend, if these appointments are made
entirely according to the wishes of the poor-law guardians,
the reflection of this " heavy blow and great discouragement"
will be seen in every poor-law regulation for some years to
come. While such moral suicides are to be found, it will indeed
be a labour of SISYPHUSTO roll the poor-law medical question
up-hill. 

----

Biographical Sketch

PROFESSOR RECAMIER.

AMONGST the medical practitioners of Paris, there is one who
has done more for the advancement of our profession than any
other man of the present age. About the year 1796, he, with
the immortal Dichat, first established clinical lectures at the
Hotel Dieu. At the same hospital lie originated the plan, now
so general in all the hospitals of Europe, of making post-mortem
examinations, thus giving an impulse to pathological anatomy,
which forms the principal title to fame of the medical schools of
Paris. Whether we consider him as a physician, or as an ope-
rating surgeon; as a lecturer, or as a consulting physician; as
a philosopher, or as a man; we must acknowledge that he
stands amongst the most eminent medical men of the French
capital. How strange, then, that the name of Recamier is so
little known among us. Though of an ardent temperament,
and belonging to a nation prone to change, he has preserved
intact the sound medical traditions he had received, and has
transmitted them unalloyed to his disciples. He did not im-
bibe the doctrines of Broussais, whose medical reign over
France was once all but universal, infecting to a certain degree
the tenets of those who opposed him&mdash;erroneous doctrines,
which even still form the basis of French practice. As an
operating surgeon, too, Recamier has great claims on posterity,
both for the accuracy of his diagnosis, and the boldness of his
operations. No region is inaccessible to his inexorable finger,
and no obstacle can baffle his endeavours, when he dives into
the depths of the most hidden cavities of the human frame, to
detect some deep-rooted tumour, or fix upon the precise spot
wherein to plunge the liberating steel. All the modern im-
provements in the treatment of the diseases of women origi-
nate with him, for lie invented the speculum-an instrument,
the use of which has done as much to improve the pathology
of the diseases’ of women as the stethoscope for the diseases of
the chest.
As a lecturer he was most successful. He did not monoto

nously drawl out soporific compositions to the sleepy few,
but kept vividly alive the attention of his numerous pupils,by
allowing the treasures of his experience to flow freely from
his lips, clothed in that characteristic garb which always
stamps individuality. But now the encroachments of age have
begun to draw from his hand its wonted firmness and dexterity,
and he confines himself principally to consultation practice.
Whenever an eagle eye is required, to see through the web of
intricacies woven by the singularities of Nature and the action
of conflicting treatment, then is Recamier necessarily called
in. Whenever the quick determination of an energetic man is
wanted in the moment of extreme danger, then is Recamier
sent for. As difficulties increase, so do his persevering efforts,
and he finds, in the fertility of his genius, fresh suggestions
wherewith to oppose the encroachments of disease.
Those who know not Recamier will call me eulogistic, but


